



MOBILIZING MARY: ELEONORA GONZAGA’S RELIGIOUS AND POLITICAL 













A thesis submitted to the faculty at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in partial 
fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts of Musicology in the Music 














          Approved by:  
 
          Tim Carter 
 
          Annegret Fauser 
 














































Tara L. Jordan 









Tara Jordan: Mobilizing Mary: Eleonora Gonzaga’s Religious and Political Influence as Shown 
in Two Settings of a Pianto della Madonna  
(Under the direction of Tim Carter)  
 
 
During the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48), the Habsburg family struggled to consolidate their 
power and exert control over the Holy Roman Empire. The Habsburgs used the Catholic faith as 
a method to centralize their public image and political power despite military defeats. Focusing 
my research on Eleonora Gonzaga (1598–1655), the second wife of Emperor Ferdinand II, I 
study the ways that she used her cultural and political capital to further the Habsburg Catholic 
image. Musical works from the era dedicated to Eleonora, specifically laments of the Blessed 
Virgin, by composers Giovanni Felice Sances (1600–79) and Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643) 
illustrate key tenets of the Habsburg’s faith that Eleonora highlighted throughout her life. I argue 
that Eleonora utilized her considerable power and mobilized her faith to become a crucial part of 
the Habsburg’s public-image campaign during her time as empress and dowager empress of the 
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Amidst the crisis of the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48), the Habsburg family struggled to 
consolidate their political power and exert their control over the Holy Roman Empire. Led by 
Ferdinand II (r. 1619–37) and Ferdinand III (r. 1637–57), the imperial household used the 
Catholic faith as a method to centralize their public image and, subsequently, their political 
power even while losing key areas of the empire to Protestant control. While this effort is well 
documented by historians, art historians, and musicologists studying sacred music from this era, 
the contributions of the Habsburg women and their households remains understudied. Focusing 
my research on Eleonora Gonzaga (1598–1655), who became the second wife of Ferdinand II in 
1622, I study the crucial ways in which the empress used her cultural and political capital to 
uphold and further the desired Catholic image of the Habsburgs, including her funding of chapels 
and monasteries, and her creation of new, formalized religious celebrations throughout Vienna. 
With these new ceremonies came a need for new works of art, particularly music, to accompany 
additional Masses, processionals, and personal prayer. Musical works dedicated to Eleonora, 
specifically laments voicing the Blessed Virgin, by court composer Giovanni Felice Sances 
(1600–79) and the Venetian-based Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643) illustrate key tenets of the 
Habsburg’s faith that Eleonora highlighted throughout her life, most notably an emphasis on 
Marian devotion as outlined in the Pietas Austriaca. I argue that, despite her overlooked place in 
history, Eleonora utilized her considerable power and militarized her Catholic faith to become a 
2 
crucial part of the Habsburg’s public-image campaign both during her time as empress and, later, 





When studying the devotional practices of Eleonora Gonzaga, and the musical practices 
associated with them, examining a wide range of source material proves essential. Sources 
describing Eleonora and her life are scarce indeed; rather, she appears in descriptions of the 
Habsburg court at large, or in biographies of her husband, Ferdinand II, and her stepson, 
Ferdinand III. To assemble a sense of her life requires relying on brief mentions of her in other, 
more broadly focused documents. For my research, I employ a diverse range of musicological 
scholarship in addition to traditional historical work to gain a more thorough understanding of 
Eleonora. 
Steven Saunders’s work represents the crucial foundation upon which additional 
research, including my own, has been built. Prior to Saunders’s monograph, Ludwig Köchel’s 
erroneous claim that Ferdinand II dismissed his chapel due to the economic austerity caused by 
the Thirty Years War stood in place of any significant research into the musical culture of 
imperial Vienna under the monarch and his heirs.1 Throughout the book, based on his extensive 
Viennese archival research, Saunders forefronts music’s religious-political functionality as a 
mechanism of Ferdinand II’s campaign to consolidate power and re-Catholicize the Holy Roman 
Empire, as well as the increasing Italianization of the imperial chapel and the stylistic diversity 
found in its musical practices. His introductory chapter serves to describe the cultural, religious, 
 
1 Saunders, Cross, Sword, and Lyre, 4.  
3 
and political trends within the court and situate the chapel within them while highlighting its 
position as a cornerstone of Ferdinand II’s household, while the second chapter reconstructs the 
chapel musicians via a close examination of personnel ledgers, musicians’ grievances, legal 
documents, etc. Importantly for my own work, Saunders briefly emphasizes the importance of 
Eleonora for the religious and musical orientation of the court, describing the Mantuan musicians 
she brought with her to Vienna upon her marriage to Ferdinand II, her staging of Italian operas, 
and her leading role in funding chapels, monasteries, and convents throughout the city.  
The bulk of the book focuses on the music of two of Ferdinand’s Kapellmeisters, 
Giovanni Priuli and Giovanni Valentini, and the ways in which their works highlight musical 
trends of the court. At the time of Saunders’s writing, there were relatively few modern editions 
of Priuli’s and Valentini’s extensive number of work, despite their prominent positions in 
Vienna. Saunders rectifies this dearth of musical resources in the book’s lengthy appendix, 
where he provides his own editions of twelve of Priuli and Valentini’s surviving sacred works. In 
all, Cross, Sword, and Lyre proves foundational in the research of seventeenth century music in 
German-speaking lands and reorients the Habsburg imperial court as a musical center which 
previous Anglo-American musicologists had tended to ignore. 
The more recent works of Andrew H. Weaver and Robert H. Kendrick have added 
significantly to Anglo-American musicological scholarship dealing with the cultural practices of 
the Habsburgs. Between them, the two scholars cover over eighty years of the Habsburg dynasty, 
from 1630 to 1711; importantly for my research, these years include the reigns of Ferdinand II 
and Ferdinand III as Holy Roman Emperor, as well as those during which Eleonora Gonzaga 
resided at the Habsburg court in Vienna. Both Weaver and Kendrick examine the role of sacred 
music in the formation of the emperors’ and the Habsburg’s public image, with Weaver 
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examining primarily Masses and motets, and Kendrick examining the sepolcro, a staged 
religious drama that featured during the Habsburg’s Holy Week celebrations.  
Weaver’s book, Sacred Music as Public Image for Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand III, 
provides much needed insight into the cultural practices of the Habsburg court under Ferdinand 
III, who is often overlooked in favor of his father, Ferdinand II, or son, Leopold I. Throughout 
the volume, he convincingly argues that it was primarily through the use of Catholic sacred 
music that Ferdinand III, and the Habsburgs more broadly, formulated their dynastic image in the 
face of the crisis of the final decade of the Thirty Years’ War, shifting the emperor’s image from 
that of triumphant military hero to that of a pious father seeking to protect his people. To achieve 
this goal, the music of the imperial chapel shifted its focus from proclaiming Ferdinand III’s 
battleground victories to highlighting his piety and devotion. In doing so, the music also 
forefronts devotional practices specific to the Habsburg court, including the Pietas Austriaca, 
and the multitude of processionals throughout Vienna that the imperial family, court, and church 
officials attended multiple times each week. The Pietas Austriaca refers to a Habsburg 
devotional practice which emphasized heightened attention to Marian devotion and the rosary, 
the Immaculate doctrine, and the veneration of saints. The family and their courts used it to 
inform the kinds of religious establishments that they funded and the types of services they 
attended.  
Weaver employs what he calls a “top-down” approach to his argument, focusing on 
Ferdinand III’s image, and the artworks servicing it, as they existed in the court. To this end, he 
generally ignores large-scale reception history and the life of these works among the broader 
population both out of a concern for a scope that would prove too expansive as well as a lack of 
surviving material concerning the reception of the works he examines. Additionally, Weaver 
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refers to the Habsburg court as a single entity with a unified focus; this language erases the 
intricacies of an early modern royal court, which were large, multi-layered bureaucracies 
surrounding each member of the royal family. Nevertheless, Weaver’s book proves a critical 
piece of scholarship for anyone studying imperial music during this era. Even while it does not 
focus on Eleonora Gonzaga, as my research does, this volume nevertheless paints a vivid image 
of the court culture in which she operated, providing me with crucial insight into her devotional 
and musical contributions, and Weaver notes several cases of her high degree of influence both 
politically and culturally.  
In two related articles published before his monograph, Weaver focuses on specific 
musical examples and their role within Habsburg devotion, relying on many of the same 
arguments that appear in his book. In his “Music in the Service of Counter-Reformation Politics” 
(2006), Weaver examines the role of the Immaculate Conception in the works of Giovanni Felice 
Sances (c. 1600–1679), a musician in the imperial chapel. His political discussions surrounding 
the controversy over Immaculata teachings within the Church again feature the court as a 
monolith, with the implication that Ferdinand III directly oversaw each decision. He also 
includes references to Habsburg international relations, particularly with the Italian city-states, 
but omits any discussion of the court’s foreign policy. But Weaver’s musical analysis proves 
invaluable; he identifies key musical trends which were known within the court to signal Marian 
devotion, even extending to the use of the durus and mollis systems as reflective of pleading with 
and praising of the Virgin respectively. Other sources corroborate these trends regarding 
Habsburg chapel music of the day, but they are most clearly laid out here. Weaver’s “Divine 
Wisdom and Dolorous Mysteries” (2007) examines Habsburg devotion in Monteverdi’s Selva 
morale et spirituale (1641), dedicated to Empress Eleonora Gonzaga. This discussion 
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supplements material from his book, which does not examine music outside of the Viennese 
court, and it pays special attention to relationship between Monteverdi, the Selva morale, and 
Eleonora, noting her championship of Marian devotion and the rosary as it appears in motets 
from the volume. Weaver’s observations form the inspiration for my own research, which delves 
more deeply into Eleonora’s theological, political, and cultural interests in Vienna.  
Despite beginning after the death of the elder Eleonora Gonzaga, Kendrick’s Fruits of the 
Cross, detailing of the Passiontide music-theatrical practice of the Habsburg court from 1660 to 
1711 nonetheless illustrates important imperial trends which began earlier in the seventeenth 
century, thus displaying the lasting influence of Habsburgs such as Eleonora and Ferdinand III. 
Kendrick quickly delves into the meat of his argument, in large part because he presupposes 
knowledge of Habsburg dynastic history and policies from earlier in the seventeenth century. 
However, his overall thesis remains clear, as he argues for the idea that these productions 
represented the continuation of a long-lasting Habsburg campaign to promote an exceptionally 
pious image of the imperial family throughout the empire. Much of the focuses of these new 
works built on the motets studied in Weaver’s volume, as the sepolcri emphasize elements of the 
Pietas Austriaca including devotion to the Eucharist and the Blessed Virgin. Kendrick clearly 
defines the sepolcro, describing its typical themes, characters, storylines, settings, and 
theological goals in an easily understandable way. His explanations allow me to examine the 
long-lasting influence of the devotional practices of Ferdinand II, Ferdinand III, and Eleonora 
Gonzaga. Even after their deaths, these three leaders continued to loom large over Habsburg 
devotion; Ferdinand II and III’s placement of Immaculata doctrine into the Pietas Austriaca 
persisted until the Church officially adopted it in the nineteenth century, and the Celebration of 
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the Fifteen Mysteries, founded by Eleonora in 1637, continued well after the dowager empress’s 
passing.  
Stepping back from musicological scholarship, I also employ historical sources to inform 
my research. Chief among these sources is Robert Bireley’s biography of Ferdinand II, a 
comprehensive volume which delves into the inner workings of Ferdinand II’s reign. Although 
Bireley himself is a Jesuit and a graduate of Loyola University in Chicago, his volume is more 
concerned with a fastidious account of Ferdinand II’s life than with any sort of explicit 
interpretation or judgement. While he does not spend many pages on Eleonora, he nonetheless 
provides me with crucial information regarding her first years at the court. This focus allows for 
a more direct comparison with musicological sources, as the time periods of Weaver, Kendrick, 
and Bireley’s monographs overlap, and enables me to see stark differences between their 
explanations of Habsburg court machinations. Bireley avoids the trap that Weaver continually 
falls into in referring to the Habsburg court as a monolith; instead, he describes the workings of 
Ferdinand II and the extensive bureaucracy surrounding him with detail, naming specific 
counselors and other Habsburg family members and their actions. Chief among them are Hans 
Ulrich von Eggenberg, who aided Ferdinand II during his ascension to the imperial throne, and 
Ferdinand II’s brother Archduke Leopold, but Bireley often provides lengthy descriptions of the 
actions of other important court officials as well. Additionally, I share the goal of Amanda 
Capern as she describes it in her introduction, in that we both view women as positive forces of 
historical change, rather than as bystanders in a world ruled by men. As Capern claims, “the 
female world of work, engagement with political and material culture, and women’s generation 
of ideas and knowledge, affected the form, nature, contours, and chronology of [the] 
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Renaissance, Reformation, and Enlightenment”; the contributions of women cannot and should 
not be ignored in our historical study of these eras.2 
From these sources, a number of questions and issues emerge, the first of which is how I 
might best handle my own discussion of Eleonora Gonzaga and her role in court life. I do not 
wish to imply that, when discussing the political and cultural influence of Eleonora, that I am 
referring to the empress alone. Rather, I aim to refer to her household (Hofstaat), including her 
own counsellors, family members, ladies-in-waiting, and preferred artists. However, because of 
the dearth of information regarding the empress and her life, these other figures go largely 
unnamed save for Anna Maria Formentini, Eleonora’s mistress of the maids from 1625 to 1629, 
Ursula von Attems, her high-court mistress in 1630, and Ursula’s successor, Margarita von 
Heberstein. Therefore, for the purpose of this thesis, please bear in mind that when I use 
Eleonora Gonzaga’s name in relation to court practice, it refers not just to her but to her entire 
entourage.  
While specific members of Eleonora’s Hofstaat prove difficult to identify, Katrin Keller 
offers a crucial look into the Holy Roman Empress’s Hofstaat throughout the seventeenth 
century, including Eleonora’s time as empress and empress dowager in her exploration of court 
structures in relation to women and their households. With a marked increase of historical 
interest in recent years, female households are now known as centers of political and cultural 
power, with both the monarch and her ladies seen as political forces within their larger courts. In 
the imperial court during Eleonora’s time, her Hofstaat was connected to that of the emperor, but 
it had shifted from being largely male in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries to 
 




predominately female by the time Eleonora arrived in Vienna.3 As Keller notes, Eleonora’s 
Hofstaat numbered between eighty and ninety members to serve her personal needs, including a 
high-court steward, a high-court stewardess (who had to be a widowed noblewoman), a mistress 
of the maids, and anywhere from ten to twelve “court maidens,” unmarried women who served 
as her ladies-in-waiting. This structure was in sharp contrast to French, English, and Italian 
courts that included many more married men and women to attend the female monarch, a 
contrast which Eleonora quickly welcomed based on descriptions of her early years at court. 
Because of the small size of the empress’s household when compared to the emperor’s, female 
members of the nobility considered a court position to be more prestigious than their male 
counterparts, allowing a woman to increase her family’s and her own influence in noble circles 
and thus to make better marriages or gain positions for other family members.4 For the mistress 
of the maids, who supervised and controlled access to the court maidens, and the high-court 
stewardess, who did the same for the empress, their political capital was much higher than the 
court maidens, and they often served as counsellors to the empress or as contract brokers for 
arrangements between members of the nobility.  
Because of Eleonora’s position as empress, she bore a certain amount of responsibility 
for running the Habsburg household while her husband lived; these responsibilities afforded her 
considerable political and cultural influence within the court, as described by Elena Woodacre in 
her discussion of early modern queens and courtiers. While court life could be overly strict and 
constraining for noblemen and women, it also provided unique opportunities to wield power for 
 
3 Keller, “Ladies-in-Waiting at the Imperial Court of Vienna from 1550 to 1700,” 78–79.  
 




queens and their noble female servants. Women often exercised such power through extensive 
correspondence networks or aiding in the negotiation of noble marriages.5 Eleonora used her 
influence to negotiate noble marriages, including those within the Habsburg family, to 
correspond with notable Habsburg women in the Spanish branch of the family, and to form the 
younger Eleonora Gonzaga’s Hofstaat before she arrived in Vienna in 1651.6 A final method of 
displaying authority and exerting influence, even after death, was through funding artistic and 
spiritual ventures such as new pieces of music, constructing and dedicating new chapels, and 
even through reshaping the devotional practices of the court, all of which I focus on throughout 
this thesis.  
The Reformation and Counter-Reformation added another element to the power of 
women, as they grew increasingly important in religious political spheres as the spiritual taste-
maker of the household. As Protestants and Catholics alike ramped up production of religious 
materials, women led the way in writing religious books, particularly biographies of saints.7 For 
noblewomen, their faith became an explicitly political act. As Amanda Capern describes: 
“religious politics intersected with the social power that come with wealth, elevating female 
agency especially in the area of building family dynasties through marriage alliances.”8 As a 
devout Catholic, Eleonora funded numerous chapels and convents and commissioned works 
from Catholic composers. Additionally, she created new religious traditions in accordance with 
the Pietas Austriaca which enhanced both her own image and the image of the entire Habsburg 
family, such as instituting the annual Celebration of the Fifteen Mysteries. Even when 
 
5 Woodacre, “Queens and Courtiers,” 220–25.  
 
6 Keller, “Ladies-in-Waiting at the Imperial Court of Vienna from 1550 to 1700,” 94.  
 
7 Capern, “Introduction,” 12. 
  
8 Capern, “Introduction,” 16.  
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patronizing secular art forms, such as opera and ballet, Eleonora turned to Italian, and therefore 
overwhelmingly Catholic, sources, thus using her position as empress to enhance the Catholicism 
of the imperial court.  
Eleonora spent relatively few years as the wife of the monarch, however, as Ferdinand II 
died only fifteen years into their marriage (1637) and she lived until 1655. She also remained 
childless for reasons unknown, instead taking on a role in the lives of Ferdinand II’s two sons 
(born of Ferdinand II’s first marriage to Maria Anna of Bavaria). Following her husband’s death, 
Eleonora wielded influence as a widow, a role which comes with associations and 
responsibilities separate from that of a queen regnant or consort. Unlike many famous noble 
widows such as Catherine and Maria de’ Medici, she did not assume a regency following the 
death of her husband (her stepson, Ferdinand III, was already of age), and she could quickly have 
grown irrelevant to mainstream court life. However, Eleonora’s status as the second most 
important figure of the Habsburg family continued until her death, largely due to her utilization 
of her faith in the service of her image. Her household highlights this status; even after her 
husband’s death, she maintained a sizeable Hofstaat whose prestige did not wane, with a new 
additional of a personal royal chapel.9 This status as the second-ranking Habsburg becomes more 
striking considering the high status of Ferdinand III’s first wife, Maria Anna of Spain, who 
wielded considerable power in her own right; however, even as the reigning empress sought to 
bring Spanish influence into the Imperial court, Eleonora’s campaign of Italianization in both 
secular and sacred aspects of court life continued largely unimpeded.  
Widowhood’s association with piety within Europe dates back to the Middle Ages and 
grew more pronounced throughout the Renaissance, as laws legislating widowhood appeared 
 
9 Keller, “Ladies-in-Waiting at the Imperial Court of Vienna from 1550 to 1700,” 93.  
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throughout Spain and France in particular. Sandra Cavallo and Lyndan Warner identify three 
tropes of widowhood during the medieval, Renaissance, and early modern eras: the ideal widow, 
the merry widow, and the poor widow, the last of which applied primarily to widows not of the 
nobility and referred to their financial and supposed emotional destitution. The ideal widow, 
established in the writings of Juan Luis Vives (1493–1540), was a pious woman who spent her 
life keeping her husband’s memory alive, whereas the merry widow was a sexual, worldly 
woman who views her husband’s death as liberation. St. Francis de Sales (1567–1622) expanded 
the idea of the ideal widow during the Counter-Reformation, positing the idea that widows, after 
gaining autonomy, should not advocate for themselves in legal matters but rather leave their fate 
to God, as legal disputes could invite sedition into their lives.10 But despite instruction to the 
contrary, many widows assumed control of their households following their husband’s death, 
acting as the head of the family until one of their sons came of age. Because Ferdinand II’s heir, 
Ferdinand III, was already of age and assumed the role of Holy Roman Emperor, Eleonora had 
no choice but to follow the guidance of St. Francis, choosing instead to exert her influence 
culturally, politically, and religiously rather than legally or financially. In her widowhood, she 
turned to her faith, moving into a convent of Discalced Carmelites in Vienna while continuing 











Chapter 1: Eleonora Gonzaga’s Life and Role in Habsburg Imperial Culture  
 
 
No substantial, stand-alone biography of Eleonora Gonzaga yet exists; scholars gain an 
understanding of her life through the biographies of her husband and stepson. Appendix I here 
provides a timeline of known events during her lifetime. In addition to this timeline, I also 
explore the details of her royal household after her marriage to Ferdinand II before analyzing her 
role within the Habsburg court.  
 
 
Eleonora’s Biography  
 
Born in Mantua in 1598 to Vincenzo Gonzaga, Duke of Mantua, and Eleonora de’ Medici, 
Eleonora Gonzaga was noted for her piety from a young age, particularly following her 
relocation into the convent of Sant’Orsola, where she was placed under the care of her aunt, the 
widowed Duchess of Ferrara, Margherita Gonzaga. Margherita held status as a cultural and 
political arbiter both during her time in Ferrara and upon her return to Mantua, where she also 
wielded considerable political force. Eleonora doubtless was influenced by her aunt, as she 
herself constituted a powerful cultural and political entity in the Habsburg court later in her life, 
even after her widowhood and relocation into a Viennese convent.  
While the Gonzagas made several attempts to arrange a marriage for Eleonora at a 
younger age, it was not until 1621 that the family solidified her match with Ferdinand II, with the 
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marriage occurring by proxy in November 1621. Eleonora met her husband four months later in 
Innsbruck, where Ferdinand II arrived with his complete royal chapel of over seventy musicians, 
including twenty-two singers, fourteen instrumentalists, thirteen trumpeters, and eighteen 
choirboys.11 This musical display of power served two purposes: it welcomed Eleonora into the 
Habsburg family in grandiose fashion, and it served to display Habsburg power and cultural 
conventions to his new bride and her full Mantuan delegation. As Saunders describes then 
current Habsburg musical practice in general: 
music sought to project the court’s grandeur through works for large forces, beyond the 
means of all but the largest courts; through the use of a sizeable, diverse, and virtuosic 
instrumental ensemble; through motet texts implicitly linking the notions of temporal and 
divine kingship; and perhaps most notably, through the use in sacred music of trumpets, with 
their ancient royal connotations, at a time when the practice was largely unknown in 
concerted sacred music outside Germany.12 
 
While the musical pomp surrounding the wedding festivities at Innsbruck undoubtedly displayed 
the Habsburg court’s prestige, it also served to further the Italian connections of Ferdinand II’s 
chapel, as Eleonora brought with her, and later recruited, numerous musicians who entered 
Ferdinand II’s service, and she herself promoted Italian music and ballet after her arrival in 
Vienna.13  
Following the royal couple’s arrival in Vienna in the spring of 1622, celebrated with a 
motet by Giovanni Priuli among other works, Eleonora quickly began to establish herself as a 
political and cultural leader, second only to the emperor himself. Over the next five years, that 
 
11 Saunders, Cross, Sword, and Lyre, 20. Sources disagree on the size of the celebrations; while Saunders describes 
an elaborate affair with a full court chapel, a brief Italian biography of Eleonora describes the events as a “modest” 
affair because of the death of Ferdinand II’s sister, even while detailing extravagant spending for the celebrations and 
wedding gifts. See Bues, “Eleonora Gonzaga, imperatrice.” 
 
12 Saunders, Cross, Sword, and Lyre, 12.  
 
13 These musicians include composers Giovanni Priuli, Giovanni Valentini, and Giovanni Battista Buonamente, as 
well as the tenor Francesco Campagnolo; Saunders, Cross, Sword, and Lyre, 125.  
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status became firmly cemented; Eleonora was known to voice her opinion to Ferdinand II 
regarding important political matters, including the Austrian Peasants Rebellion of 1626, and the 
Italian language grew more present in everyday court life the longer Eleonora held influence. For 
example, at the dedication of the Loreto Chapel in 1627, funded by Ferdinand II and Eleonora at 
her request, the sermon was given in Italian for her benefit.14 By this time, Italian sermons had 
become commonplace in the Habsburg court, pointing to the imperial family’s Italianization, 
spearheaded by Eleonora and Ferdinand II.  
 Beginning in 1628, Eleonora become increasingly concerned with Mantua as the War of 
the Mantuan Succession broke out. The conflict centered on the claims to the Duchy of Mantua 
following the death of Duke Vincenzo II Gonzaga without a legitimate heir, and was primarily 
between two rival factions: the French-backed Carlo Emmanuele I, Duke of Savoy, and the 
empire-backed Ferrante II, Duke of Guastalla. Eleonora and Ferdinand II received visitors in 
Vienna lobbying for peace in Northern Italy, including the papal emissary Domenico di Gesù 
Maria, before attending the electoral convention in Regensburg which saw the halting of the 
conflict with the Peace of Regensburg (1630) before its official end with the Treaty of Cherasco 
(1631) that saw Carlo Gonzaga-Nevers claim the duchy. Eleonora and Ferdinand II were 
attended by their full royal chapel on the journey to Regensburg, where she was also officially 
crowned as Queen of the Romans. That same year saw the reinforcement of the royal chapel’s 
Italian influence, as Mantuan musicians fled to the relative safety and stability of the Viennese 
court under the imperial couple. 
With the death of Ferdinand II in 1637, Eleonora’s status in the court could have 
decreased significantly. However, she maintained her status as the second most important 
 
14 Saunders, Cross, Sword, and Lyre, 184.  
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Habsburg behind the emperor. In this year, Eleonora led celebrations for Ferdinand III’s 
coronation; instituted the annual Celebration of the Fifteen Mysteries (a series of church services 
in the weeks preceding Easter celebrating the fifteen mysteries of the Blessed Virgin’s life, often 
with sermons in Italian); moved her household to the imperial palace in Graz and then to the 
Discalced Carmelites convent in Vienna, similarly to her aunt, Margherita Gonzaga, which she 
and her husband had established during his reign using money from Eleonora’s dowry; and 
created her own independent royal chapel within her household. Our knowledge of her activities 
after this date is somewhat hazy, but in 1651, Eleonora was involved in arranging the marriage 
contract between Ferdinand III and her niece, the younger Eleonora Gonzaga (1630–1686). 
Despite this lack of concrete information regarding Eleonora’s activities, however, her role in 
facilitating the marriage of the emperor himself points to her continued status of importance that 
she maintained until her death in 1655.  
 Ferdinand III’s marriage, his third, reinforced the dowager empress’s position of 
importance through her lasting influence on the younger Eleonora. At the couple’s wedding 
feast, their family banquet table included the couple themselves, Ferdinand III’s sons, and the 
dowager empress, who had spent time arranging the bride’s household, prior to her arrival, 
according to her own model. The following year, when the Ferdinand and Eleonora had their 
first child, they named the elder Eleonora as godmother and made their first public appearance in 
the Loreto Chapel, which Eleonora and Ferdinand II had built twenty-five years before. The 
young empress paid a visit to her mentor immediately after this engagement, and by all accounts 
seems to have taken the dowager empress as a model for her own behavior and adjustment to 
Viennese life.15 After the death of the elder Eleonora in 1655, the empress continued to honor her 
 
15 Hengerer, Making Peace in an Age of War, 225–30. 
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and follow in her footsteps as she grew into her own role as dowager empress following 
Ferdinand III’s death in 1657. For example, Eleonora was the driving force behind the creation 
of the sepulcro in 1660, a sacred genre for Holy Thursday and Good Friday that typically 
featured either allegorical or biblical characters to teach audiences moral and religious lessons.16 
Similarly to Eleonora I Gonzaga with the Celebration of the Fifteen Mysteries, Eleonora II 
created a new religious event that became the standard for Viennese religious practice.  
 
 
Habsburg Culture and Politics During the Reigns of Ferdinand II and Ferdinand III  
 
As a monarch fighting a decades-long war, Ferdinand II kept his court—meaning the imperial 
family, their households, court administration, and nobles keeping residence at the palace—
austere in many ways. By standards set by other European royal courts in Italy, Spain, France, 
and England, Ferdinand II’s royal palace remained aesthetically simple without featuring an 
extensive, and expensive, royal art collection.17 He was also known for unassuming meals, 
choosing instead to redirect royal finances to what he deemed more pressing matters. One aspect 
of court life to which austerity did not apply to, however, was music. Both Ferdinand II and III 
were known to compose on occasion, highlighting the importance that they placed on the art 
form.  
Ferdinand II placed music at the forefront of his cultural expenditures because he viewed 
it as a method of expanding and centralizing Habsburg state power during a time of geopolitical 
 
16 Kendrick, Fruits of the Cross, 2–3.  
 
17  Saunders, Sword, Cross, and Lyre, 9–10.  
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crisis. The overwhelming focus of Ferdinand II, and later his son Ferdinand III, was the 
establishment of Habsburg authority under a single, Catholic faith, and both saw music as a 
powerful tool to further this aim. As Saunders describes it:   
Ferdinand preferred to embrace causes that could be seen as advancing the Catholic faith: 
the adornment of churches and monasteries, the sustenance of religious orders and 
brotherhoods, the founding of Jesuit colleges, the rewarding of the loyal Catholic 
nobility, and, of course, the maintenance of an extensive music chapel for use in religious 
observances.18  
 
In this context, religious practices, music included, became methods of propaganda for the royal 
family to pursue this mission throughout their domain. To do so, they adopted a multitude of 
ways of broadcasting their Catholic faith both within the Holy Roman Empire and on a more 
international stage. Chief among these methods were the Pietas Austriaca, which emphasized 
Eucharistic devotion, faith to the Cross, veneration of saints, and Marian devotion.19  Marian 
devotion in particular appears in many public gestures by Ferdinand II and his eldest son; 
Ferdinand II named the Blessed Virgin the generalissima of his armies as he went to war, 
highlighting her position as a mother guarding her children, and both emperors emphasized her 
own Immaculate Conception in religious teachings throughout the empire even as they went 
against official Church doctrine in doing so.20 Ferdinand III doubled down on the idea of Mary 
as a wartime protector in 1645, when he publicly restated his devotion to her and begged her to 
protect Vienna and its people following a military defeat at the hands of the Swedish 
army.Following this declaration, public Immaculata services, all of which featured music, 
occurred frequently until 1649; the music for these events was later printed and disseminated so 
 
18 Saunders, Sword, Cross, and Lyre, 10.  
 
19 Weaver, Sacred Music as Public Image for Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand III, 48; saints given special focus by 
the Habsburgs include the Apostles, Joseph, Francis of Assisi, Anthony of Padua, Theresa of Avila, Ignatius of 
Loyola, and Francis Xavier (Bireley, Ferdinand II, 139).  
 
20 Bireley, Ferdinand II, 149.  
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that more of the public could experience the ceremony. Ferdinand III formally thanked Mary for 
her protection in 1647 with the unveiling of the Mariensäule, a Baroque column with her image, 
in the Platz am Hof. The ceremony for the completion of the Mariensäule included the Litany of 
Loreto, accompanied by trumpets and timpani, and at least two motets from the court composer 
Giovanni Felice Sances: “O dulcis Virgo” and “O Domina gloriae.”21 
 Within this context, Eleonora wielded her considerable cultural, political, and religious 
capital to further the political aims of the empire led by her husband and stepson. She proved a 
key figure in mobilizing the Catholic faith to the empire’s cause via her funding of religious 
pursuits, the creation of new Habsburg religious practice, and her focus onto the Blessed Virgin. 
Due to Eleonora’s encouragement, she and Ferdinand II funded the Loreto Chapel in the 
Augustinian Church (Augustinerkirche) in Vienna, the preferred church of the Habsburgs while 
they resided in the city.22 In keeping with the standard set by Ferdinand II and later embraced by 
Eleonora, the chapel included very little visual embellishment; instead, the monarchs focused on 
the auditory magnificence of services held in the chapel. The Loreto Chapel was a crucial part of 
Habsburg religion and dynasty building, as the area was designated as the Herzgruft, that is, the 
resting place of the hearts of Habsburg emperors. It also highlights Marian devotion; according 
to Catholic tradition, the house of Blessed Virgin and later of Jesus himself was transported by 
angels from Nazareth to the Italian village of Loreto when it became endangered by the Turkish 
takeover of Jerusalem.23  
 
21 Weaver, “Music in the Service of Counter-Reformation Politics,” 370–77.  
 
22 Saunders, Cross, Sword, and Lyre, 54.  
 
23 “Loreto, Italy: Sanctuary of the Holy House.” 
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 Eleonora also led the way in the funding and establishment of the monastery of the 
Discalced Carmelites in Vienna and even established her Viennese household there following her 
husband’s death in 1637.24 The establishment of this monastery highlights yet another element of 
the Pietas Austriaca: the veneration of specific saints, one of whom was St. Teresa of Avila. 
Seeking a way for women to contribute to the Church during the Counter-Reformation, St. 
Teresa founded the first Discalced Carmelite community in Spain during in 1562, expanding the 
practice to include men in 1567.25 The Viennese monastery was also the site of Eleonora’s 1629 
visit with the noted Discalced Carmelite, Domenico di Gesù Maria, the papal emissary sent to 
encourage the Habsburgs to support peace in Italy, and the author of Sententiario spirituale 
(Spiritual Declarations, 1623). Domenico was not just a one-time visitor to the emperor, 
however. The two cultivated a close relationship during Domenico’s lifetime, with the friar 
serving as religious counsellor to the imperial family on numerous occasions. Because of this 
close bond, his frequent trips to Vienna, and Eleonora’s important role in the politics of 
Ferdinand II’s reign, it seems likely that she also held him in high regard, allowing us a possible 
glimpse into her own closely held religious doctrines regarding music and sound overall via 
Domenico’s seminal text. Within the Sententiario spirituale, he includes chapters on methods for 
disciplining the five senses as well as clothing, movement, and the flesh and the tongue. In his 
nineteen maxims on hearing, Domenico says that (no. 1) “Well-disciplined ears will be consoled 
in Heaven by heavenly music”; (no. 9) “The key to the spiritual life is to flee like the plague the 
hearing of things that are scarcely virtuous”; and (no. 14) “You should avoid lascivious and 
 
24 Beem, Queenship in Early Modern Europe, 148.  
 




profane music if you do not wish your heart to be profaned and wholly defiled.”26 While these 
are conventional enough recommendations in the context of Counter-Reformation spirituality, 
they also suggest why Giovanni Felice Sances may have thought it useful to dedicate his Motetti 
a voce sola (1638), and Claudio Monteverdi his Selva morale et spirituale (1641), to Eleonora 
Gonzaga. 
 In the year of her husband’s death, Eleonora created one of her most long-standing 
contributions to Habsburg religious practice as she formalized the annual practice of the 
Celebration of the Fifteen Mysteries that lasted well into the eighteenth century. The celebration 
occurred in the Augustinerkirche on the final three Sundays before Easter, with each one 
focusing on the five joyous, dolorous, and glorious mysteries of the Blessed Virgin’s life.27 This 
newly codified practice also served to highlight the importance of rosary recitation, another 
element of the Pietas Austriaca, as each mystery could be reflected upon during recitations of the 
rosary. When being celebrated by the court, sermons accompanied each of the mysteries 
alongside topical motets performed by the royal chapel. Eleonora’s newly-instituted Celebration 
of the Fifteen Mysteries required new music focused on Marian devotion; as such, Sances’s and 
Monteverdi’s versions of a Pianto della Madonna proved particularly appropriate and stand as 
works inspired by and dedicated to the dowager empress. 
  
 
26 I quote from the later edition issued as Sententiario spirituale: documenti e pratiche affettive, nelle tre vie della 
perfettione christiana, part 1: Via purgativa (Rome: Mancini, 1676), 104–105: (1) “L’orecchie ben mortificate, nel 
Cielo saranno consolate con quella musica celeste”; (9) “L’alfabeto della vita spirituale, è il fuggire, come peste, il 
sentire cose poco honeste”; (14) “Fuggi la musica lasciva, e profana, se non vuoi, che il tuo cuore resti profanato, e 
totalmente imbrattato.”  






Chapter 2: Embodying Eleonora in Two Settings of a Pianto della Madonna 
 
 
In 1638, Giovanni Felice Sances began publishing volumes of sacred works with each dedicated 
to a different member of the royal family; his first dedication went to Ferdinand III with his 
Motetti a una, due, tre e quattro voci (Venice: Bartolomeo Magni, 1638; the dedication is dated 
27 November 1637), and his second dedication, within the same year, went to the Dowager 
Empress Eleonora with his Motetti a voce sola (Venice, Bartolomeo Magni, 1638; dedication 
dated 1 June) which includes his Pianto della Madonna. The two volumes share a concern with 
Marian devotion as it was practiced by the imperial family, including references to Immaculata 
doctrine, that is, the belief in Mary’s own immaculate conception and her freedom from original 
sin. Additionally, the Motetti a una, due, tre e quattro voci includes motets that Saunders 
describes as an address to Eleonora and the Celebration of the Fifteen Mysteries even while the 
volume itself is dedicated to Ferdinand III.28 These motets are “Solvatur lingua mea” and 
“Audite me, divini fructus”; the text of the latter comes from Ecclesiastes and is closely 
associated with the liturgy of the Feast of Most Holy Rosary. Sances found this text so 
appropriate for the dowager empress that he also included it as the opening motet in the volume 
that he dedicated to her, perhaps to indicate the fittingness of the piece to accompany the first of 
the Fifteen Mysteries, the Annunciation (so Saunders also suggests). In his dedication to the 
empress, Sances highlights their shared history by referencing his brother, Lorenzo Sances, who 
 
28 Sances, Motetti a una, due, tre e quattro voci, ed. Saunders, p. xiv. 
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was employed as a singer at the Mantuan court in the mid 1610s, thereby strengthening his 
connection to Eleonora in this volume.  
 
 
Sances’s “Pianto della Madonna” 
 
 
Within the overall structure of Motetti a voce sola, the Pianto della Madonna holds a prominent 
position; the volume contains four motets each for soprano, alto, tenor, and bass, with the Pianto 
della Madonna as a fifth soprano motet and the final piece of the collection, adding to the pattern 
that Sances establishes with the first sixteen works. As such, it draws special focus and proves 
appropriate for the last of the dolorous mysteries, the Crucifixion, due to the text. 
 Sances’s Pianto della Madonna sets a common Marian lament text, the “Stabat Mater 
dolorosa” (see Appendix 2 for the full score). The text describes the Blessed Virgin weeping at 
the cross following Jesus’s crucifixion, beginning with the line “The grieving Mother stood 
weeping beside the cross where her Son was hanging” (see Appendix 3). Mary’s presence at the 
Crucifixion remains a point of debate among theologians; the gospel of John mentions her 
presence, while the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke cite Mary Magdalene rather than the 
Blessed Virgin.29 The “Stabat Mater” accepts John’s word, devoting twenty three-line stanzas to 
a depiction of Mary’s sorrow at her son’s execution. Its text comes from the thirteenth-century 
Franciscan tradition, and by the fifteenth century, musical settings of the “Stabat Mater, 
dolorosa” often accompanied Masses and feasts celebrating the Blessed Virgin. Though it was 
removed from the liturgy during the Council of Trent (1545–63) until Pope Benedict XIII 
 
29 Reardon, “Mary at the Cross.”  
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revived it in 1727, the Habsburgs continued to use it to enhance their Marian devotion in much 
the same way that they insisted on formalizing the Immaculata doctrine within the Pietas 
Austriaca.30  
 The unidentified narrator of the text spends the first eight stanzas outlining Mary’s 
distress and sorrow at the death of her son, after which the focus shifts onto the narrator pleading 
with her to share in her grief and Christ’s pain, and to enter heaven upon his death. Throughout 
the work, Sances musically underscores the text with alternations of duple and triple time, using 
duple meter to depict the narrative while triple meter invokes both the Blessed Virgin and the 
narrator’s emotion. This setting aligns with trends found in Motetti a una, due, tre e quattro voci, 
where Sances consistently has “affective sections call forth triple-time aria style.”31 Saunder’s 
use of the term “aria style” to describe the triple-time sections of this piece is problematic, given 
that “aria” refers to a form, either strophic or the later da capo structure, rather than any set 
singing style. Sances’s triple-time sections align with musicologist Margaret Murata’s definition 
of aria in only terms of their musical meter, but they do not meet the standards of the form 
overall and thus should not be thought of as an aria.32 Nevertheless, Saunders applies the term to 
refer to the melismatic, lyrical singing style that Sances features throughout the work.   
 When the Pianto della Madonna begins, the anonymous narrator sets the scene 
describing Mary weeping while Jesus hangs on the cross. The third and fourth stanzas, however, 
shift the rhetorical focus of the words from narration to commentary to reflect upon Mary’s 
distress with the lines “O how sad and afflicted was that blessed Mother of the Only-begotten! 
 
30 Caldwell and Boyd, “Stabat Mater Dolorosa.”  
 
31 Sances, Motetti a una, due, tre e quattro voci, ed. Saunders, p. xvi.  
 
32 Murata, “Image and Eloquence,” 408–10.   
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Who mourned and grieved and trembled looking at the torment of her glorious Child.” As the 
text shifts, so too does the music, changing from duple to triple time in m. 12 and introducing an 
ostinato bass in the continuo that descends by half-step throughout the triple time sections. The 
vocal line changes from declamatory singing into melismatic passages in a higher tessitura than 
the opening eleven measures. Additionally, Sances builds the triple-time sections over a minor 
descending tetrachord, in accordance with a new trend in lament writing where this 
chromatically descending motion in the bass indicated a lament.33  
Sances continues this structural and rhetorical alternation of duple and triple time 
throughout the piece, with shifts at mm. 56, 68, 107, 123, and 186. The final shift into triple time 
at m. 123 centers the focus onto the acts and contemplation of a good Christian, as the narrator 
begs to share in Christ’s pain and ascend into heaven at the moment of death for the final five 
stanzas. Thus, the musical work becomes a prayer as the text takes up the act of feeling Christ’s 
pain as if it were the narrator’s own, an act which Catholic theology describes as essential for 
salvation.34   
Another element of the Pianto della Madonna that makes it particularly well suited to 
Eleonora’s Celebration of the Fifteen Mysteries is its potential for the performer to embody and 
ventriloquize the dowager empress. The emotional intimacy of Sances’s setting allows for 
contemplation and reflection, two essential parts of prayer, as the narrator spends the bulk of the 
text envisioning the acts of a good Christian and begging the Blessed Virgin for her aid in 
completing them. Stanzas 13 and 14 illustrate this plea: “Let me sincerely weep with you, 
bemoan the Crucified, for as long as I live. To stand beside the cross with you, and gladly share 
 
33 Weaver, “Piety, Politics, and Patronage,” 231–32.  
 
34 “Stabat Mater Poetry.”  
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the weeping, this I desire.” In this regard, singing and prayer become one and the same, allowing 
the performer to enter into a divine dialogue with the Blessed Virgin as interlocutor during the 
course of the setting. If standing in for a personal prayer, this piece allows the singer to speak for 
Eleonora, thus embodying the dowager empress and her religious practices as she served as a key 
force in furthering the Habsburg’s public image. When viewing Sances’s Pianto della Madonna 
in this way, its public life, whether through live performance or in print, serves to project her and 
her family’s devout image.  
 
 
Monteverdi’s “Pianto della Madonna” 
 
Claudio Monteverdi’s Selva morale et spirituale (Venice: Bartolomeo Magni, 1640–41) provides 
another prominent example of Eleonora’s influence and image as displayed musically. This 
volume, dedicated to Eleonora on 1 May 1641, includes a set of five madrigali spirituali, 
liturgical music for the Mass and Vespers services including a complete setting of the Mass 
Ordinary, and several Marian antiphons. Like Sances’s Motetti a voce sola, it concludes with a 
Pianto della Madonna, which Monteverdi sets as a contrafact of his previously composed 
Lamento d’Arianna (see Appendix 4 for side-by-side versions of the two texts with translations). 
The volume as a whole, and particularly the Pianto della Madonna, emphasizes Monteverdi and 
Eleonora’s shared Mantuan connection as the composer’s longtime place of employment and the 
empress’s homeland in much the same way that Sances emphasizes his own Mantuan connection 
via his brother in his dedication to the empress. For example, the opening and closing works of 
the Selva morale create what Weaver describes as an “extra-liturgical “Italian” frame for the 
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entire publication,” as the book opens with madrigali spirituali in Italian and closes with a Latin 
lament set to the music of a famous lament performed at a Gonzaga wedding.35   
 From the time of Arianna’s premiere (1608) until Monteverdi’s publication of the Selva 
morale et spirituale, the Lamento d’Arianna grew in fame and was published separately from the 
full opera; indeed, the manuscripts and publications of the lament are all that survives of the total 
work. For example, Monteverdi created a five-voice version for his Sixth Book of Madrigals of 
1614, displaying the lament’s lasting popularity over five years after its debut.36 The composer 
republished the work as a solo song in 1623 and, in the same year, a version of the lament 
appeared in a musical anthology published in Orvieto entitled Il maggio fiorito.37 Arianna’s 
lament returned to the public eye in 1640, when Monteverdi revived the full opera for the 
Venetian stage. It is not clear which musical version of the lament Monteverdi used to create his 
Pianto della Madonna; he ends the setting before the formal end of the lament, as he also did in 
the five-voice version published in 1614, but in terms of the surviving monodic versions, there 
are a number of differences that make it difficult to create a straightforward stemma. 
In a time when contrafacts of his music occurred regularly, Monteverdi’s choice to set the 
text of the Pianto della Madonna to his famous piece from the opera Arianna brings forth his 
connection with Eleonora’s mother and namesake, Eleonora Medici-Gonzaga. Written for the 
celebration of the marriage of Francesco Gonzaga and Margherita of Savoy, the opera’s 
emotional climax, the Lamento d’Arianna, soon became one of the most celebrated pieces of the 
early seventeenth century: the music theorist Severo Bonini said that “there was no musical 
 
35 Weaver, Divine Wisdom and Dolorous Mysteries,” 241.  
 
36 Monteverdi, Il sesto libro de madrigali a cinque voci, con un dialogo a sette (Venice: Ricciardo Amadino, 1614). 
 
37 Monteverdi, Lamento d’Ariana; Rocchigiani (ed.), Il maggio fiorito. 
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household in Italy that did not have a copy of it.”38 Duchess Eleonora, as a member of the 
Gonzagan family planning and hosting the event, provided input into the creation of the opera, 
suggesting to the librettist, Ottavio Rinuccini, that he should give it more action, and it seems 
clear that her suggestion prompted revisions to the work, indicating her influence on Rinuccini’s 
and Monteverdi’s final product.39 By using music from this opera to set the Pianto della 
Madonna, Monteverdi acknowledges his longstanding relationship with Eleonora Gonzaga and 
her family.  
In setting a Marian lament to a previously composed, secular work, Monteverdi imbues 
the lament with an extra-textual meaning tied to the music’s original context as Arianna’s 
lament, delivered after Teseo abandons her and sails back to his family home. Strange though 
this parallel between Arianna and the Blessed Virgin might seem, similarities between them 
emerge when examining the text of the two settings and the larger context of Arianna. For 
example, at the end of the opera, Arianna is taken into the heavens by Bacchus, who ultimately 
becomes her husband. This mirrors Mary’s own ending, as she enters the kingdom of heaven 
during the Assumption. Additionally, both women mourn the fact that they have been left 
behind: Mary by her son and Arianna by Teseo. One challenge of the contrafact comes in the text 
adaptation as Monteverdi’s piece changes the speaker from Arianna to the Blessed Virgin; the 
author of the text, who remains unknown, was required to match the new Latin words to the 
former Italian ones, line for line and syllable for syllable. Additionally, much of the content must 
parallel each other even as the two women have critical differences in their sentiments.  
 
38 Given in Carter, “Lamenting Ariadne?” 395. 
 
39 Carter, “Lamenting Ariadne?” 395, 398.  
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A keystone of Arianna’s lament is her anger, which she expresses towards Teseo 
throughout the work (“O clouds, O storms, O winds, submerge him in those waves”), but the 
Blessed Virgin cannot direct her anger at Christ. Instead, the Mary of Monteverdi’s Pianto della 
Madonna directs her anger at satanic forces as she cries out to follow her son: “O death, O evil, 
O hell itself! Lo my beloved submerged in turbulent waters! Oh may the deep abyss of the earth 
open to consume me also with my loved one.” By the end of the fourth section, Mary accepts 
that she must follow God’s will instead of dying with her son, whereas Arianna’s lament 
continues for a fifth section, in which she describes her betrayal, accepts unjust fate, and curses 
herself for having too much faith in Teseo: “See what pain has been left to me by my love, my 
faith, and by his betrayal. That is how it goes for one who loves too much and believes too 
much.” This final section of Arianna’s lament showcases her resignation to her fate, as she 
recalls her homeland and family before resolving to commit suicide.  It is perhaps because of this 
wish that Monteverdi omits the fifth section in his Pianto della Madonna; the Blessed Virgin 
cannot give into despair, but rather must accept her role dutifully and live on, as she does at the 
conclusion of the fourth section with the lines “Let it not be as I desire, but as it pleases you! Let 
my heart live in grief, full of pain to nourish my son with a mother’s love.” Even in her immense 
grief, Mary’s love remains steadfast and everlasting.  
In many ways, Sances and Monteverdi’s works can be seen as being in competition with 
one another; as Weaver highlights, Sances’s volume was published in Venice through the same 
printer (Bartolomeo Magni) as Monteverdi’s, suggesting that the latter composer was likely 
aware of Sances’s version before publishing his own.40 The text of the Pianto della Madonna 
depicts the Blessed Virgin as she weeps for her son at the foot of the cross in a similar manner to 
 
40 Weaver, “Divine Wisdom and Dolorous Mysteries,” 249.  
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the text of Sances’s setting, making it appropriate for the celebration of the Crucifixion, the final 
dolorous mystery in the Celebration of the Fifteen Mysteries. Unlike Sances’s Pianto della 
Madonna, however, Monteverdi’s speaker is the Virgin Mary, allowing the performer to take on 
her persona. In so doing, the performer experiences Mary’s grief at the loss of her son: “But 
quickly from this life do you depart, O my son, and I weep here. You breakthrough hell, 
defeating the proud enemy, and I remain, a pretty to sorrow, alone and sad.” Monteverdi’s work 
is also a true lament of the Virgin, as it ventriloquizes Mary and speaks as her. The music is set 
in a declamatory recitative style, allowing for heightened expression and text intelligibility (for a 
full score, see Appendix 5). This is in stark contrast to Sances’s Pianto della Madonna, which 
views the Blessed Virgin through the eyes of a third party in a paraliturgical text with music that 
alternates between the declamatory and the florid. As another work for solo soprano, the singer 
can also embody the Empress Eleonora, thus creating a situation in which Eleonora and the 
Blessed Virgin combine into one body, the body of the performer. Monteverdi’s Pianto della 
Madonna facilitates a scenario in which Eleonora parallels the holiness of the Blessed Virgin, 
thus highlighting her exceptional Marian piety. As this work was disseminated via print across 
national borders, so too was Eleonora’s image as a devout, pious leader who followed the chief 












Both Monteverdi and Sances illustrate the Habsburg’s exceptional devotion to the Blessed Virgin 
that Eleonora Gonzaga highlighted throughout her life, in accordance with the Pietas Austriaca. 
These musical tributes to the dowager empress stand as just one example of her considerable 
political and cultural influence, which she wielded throughout her time in the imperial family, 
both before and after her husband’s death, and that was largely based on her reputation as an 
outstandingly devout Catholic woman. Eleonora’s contributions fit within the efforts of the 
larger Habsburg family to centralize their power during the tumult of the Thirty Years’ War, 
chiefly via public image and military campaigns led by Ferdinand II and Ferdinand III and their 
respective households. In both image and military might, the Blessed Virgin proved essential as 
she led the Habsburg armies into battle, sheltered Vienna from attack, and rose above the Platz 
am Hopf in the Mariensäule.  
 In addition to the arguments of this thesis, my work adds to the scholarly discourse in 
several key ways. I provide an examination and contextualization of two understudied works 
within early modern sacred music in my look at Sances’s and Monteverdi’s “laments” della 
Madonna. In contextualizing these works, I also further the idea of music as a crucial aspect of 
the Counter-Reformation as led by state rulers, particularly within German-speaking lands where 
Protestantism was most prominent, and view music as a part of its broader cultural and political 
environment rather than as an isolated phenomenon. 
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 Furthermore, my focus on Eleonora Gonzaga as the key person of interest in my research 
highlights my strong interest in women’s studies. Despite being a prominent empress, records of 
Eleonora’s life remain scarce; because of this paucity, I spent much of my time combing through 
sources on the men in Eleonora’s life in the hope of finding out more about her biography, 
resulting in a more comprehensive account than presently exists. In my efforts to study the 
dowager empress, I chose to view her as a political agent in her own broader environment, rather 
than just as a noble bystander as many works dealing with this period in the Habsburg dynasty 
do. I analyze Eleonora and her role via feminine methods of influence such as the noblewoman’s 
household, the conventional responsibilities of female royalty during this era, and the 
positionality of widowhood. In so doing, I illustrate the plausibility of reconstructing the lives of 
forgotten noblewomen in the pursuit of a more equitable historical and scholarly discourse.   
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APPENDIX 1: Timeline of Eleonora Gonzaga’s life, including known artistic 
dedications 
 
1598 (Sept. 23) Born in Mantua to Vincenzo Gonzaga, Duke of Mantua, and Eleonora 
de Medici  
 (Nov. 22) Official baptism; godparents Archduke Ferdinand of Styria and 
Margaret of Austria  
1608 Placed in the care of her aunt, widowed Duchess of Ferrara, and thereafter resides 
in the convent of St. Ursula  
1610  Negotiations begin for her marriage to Constabile Marcantonio Colonna (they 
subsequently fell through)  
1615 Dedicatee of Libro del Reyno de Dios, y del camino por do se alança (Book of the 
Kingdom of God, and the Road by Which It Is Reached), originally written in 
Spanish by Pedro Sanchez (Madrid 1599) but translated into German; another 
dedicatee is Maria Christina, Princess of Transylvania (1574–1621). 
1621 (Nov. 21) marriage to Ferdinand II, Holy Roman Emperor (occurred in Mantua by 
proxy). 
1622  (Jan. 18) Mantuan court celebrates the marriage  
 (Jan. 21) Eleonora departs Mantua for Innsbruck 
 (Feb. 1) Ferdinand II arrives at Innsbruck  
 (Feb. 7) Eleonora and her new husband depart Innsbruck for Vienna  
  (Feb. 26) the imperial couple arrive in Vienna  
  (May 24) the imperial couple arrive at the Hungarian Diet in Ödenburg 
(June 15) Ercole Marliani publishes his comedy Le tre costanti, which the title 
page says was performed in Mantua upon Eleonora’s marriage to Ferdinand II. 
The work is dedicated to Eleonora. 
(July 26) Eleonora is crowned Queen of Hungary, with Archbishop Pazmany 
(primate of Hungary) leading the Mass.  
1625  Giovanni Priuli dedicates his Delicie musicali to Eleonora.  
1626 (June) Ferdinand II and Eleonora refuse to meet with a peasant delegation from 
the Austrian Peasants Rebellion of 1626. 
1627 (Nov. 21) Eleonora crowned Queen of Bohemia  
 Eleonora and Ferdinand II donate the funds to build the Chapel of Loreto in the 
Augustinian Church (Augustinerkirche) in Vienna, including the crypt which 
houses the hearts of the Habsburgs.  
1628 (Spring) Beginning of the War of Mantuan Succession  
1629  (Nov. 24) Eleonora visits Domenico di Gesù Maria (who sent by the Pope to urge 
for peace in Italy to Ferdinand II) at the Discalced Carmelite convent in Vienna. 
He died on February 16, 1630 while still in residence in the city.  
1630 (June 19) Imperial couple arrives in Regensburg for an electoral convention. 
Eleonora was officially crowned empress during the convention, which ended 
with the Treaty of Regensburg (Oct. 13). 
1636 (Jan. 30) Eleonora danced a ballet in the great hall of the Hofburg  
 (Aug. 7) Eleonora arrives in Regensburg with her husband.  
 (approx.) A painting by Friedrich Moll is done of Eleonora holding a young 
Archduke Ferdinand in Schönbrunn Palace.  
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1637 (Jan. 4) Eleonora organizes a ceremony for Ferdinand III, celebrating his 
coronation as King of the Romans.  
(Feb. 15) Ferdinand II dies  
(spring) Eleonora institutes an annual Celebration of the Fifteen Mysteries, to be 
celebrated on the three Sundays before Easter.  
Eleonora establishes residences in the palace in Graz and in the Discalced 
Carmelites convent in Vienna.  
1638  (June 1) Sances publishes Motetti a voce sola, dedicated to Eleonora. 
1641 (May 1) Monteverdi publishes the Selva morale et spirituale, dedicated to 
Eleonora. 
1651 Eleonora negotiates and approves the marriage contract between Ferdinand III 
and the younger Eleonora Gonzaga. 
1655 (June 27) Eleonora dies. She splits her estate between the Habsburgs and various 
religious institutions.  
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APPENDIX 2: Score of Giovanni Felice Sances’s Pianto della Madonna 
 
































APPENDIX 3: The text, musical features, and narrative focus of Sances’s Pianto della Madonna 
 
Latin Text English Text Musical Features Narrative Focus  
1. Stabat mater dolorosa 
Juxta Crucem lacrimosa  
Dum pendebat Filius 
The grieving Mother stood weeping 




Narration of events 
 
2. Cuius animam gementem 
Constristatam et dolentem  
Pertransivit gladius.  
Through her weeping soul, 
compassionate and grieving, a 
sword passed. 
  
3. O quam tristis et afflicta 
Fuit illa benedicta 
Mater Unigeniti! 
Oh how sad and afflicted was that 




triple time  
 
Mary’s distress (exclamation, 
from narration to commentary)  
4. Quae moerebat et dolebat 
Pia Mater, dum videbat 
Nati poenas incliti. 
Who mourned and grieved and 
trembled looking at the torment of 
her glorious Child. 
  
5. Quis est homo qui non 
fleret, 
Matrem Christi si videret 
In tanto supplicio?  
Who is the person who would not 
weep seeing the Mother of Christ 
in such agony?  
 
 Appeal to humanity (rhetorical 
question) 
6. Quis non posset contristari 
Christi Matrem contemplari 
Dolentem cum Filio? 
Who would not be able to feel 
compassion on beholding Christ’s 
Mother suffering with her Son? 
 
 (Rhetorical question) 
 
7. Pro peccatis suae gentis 
Vidit Iesum in tormentis, 
Et flagellis subditum.  
For the sins of his people she saw 





Narration of events  
8. Vidit suum dulcem Natum 
Moriendo desolatum, 
Dum emisit spiritum.  
She saw her sweet offspring dying, 
forsaken, while He gave up his 
spirit. 
  
9. Eja, Mater, fons amoris 
Me sentire vim doloris 
Fac ut tecum lugeam.  
O Mother, fountain of love, make me 
feel the power of sorrow, that I 




Plea for intervention from the 
Holy Mother (vocative) 
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10. Fac, ut ardeat cor meum 
In amando Christum Deum  
Ut sibi complaceam.  
Grant that my heart may burn in the 
love of Christ the Lord, that I may 
greatly please Him. 
  
11. Sancta Mater, istud agas, 
Crucifixi fige plagas 
Cordi meo valide.  
Holy Mother, grant that the wounds of 
the Crucified drive deep into my 
heart. 
(Special focus on 
half-steps here, 
particularly G#)  
(Vocative and imperative) 
12. Tui Nati vulnerate, 
Tam dignati pro me pati, 
Poenas mecum divide.  
So that of your wounded Son, who so 
deigned to suffer for me, I may 
share the pain. 
 Plea for personal action  
 
13. Fac me tecum pie flere,  
Crucifixo condolere, 
Donec ego vixero.  
Let me sincerely weep with you, 
bemoan the Crucified, for as long 
as I live. 
Duple time  Imperative (switches from plea 
to a combination of plea and 
personal/Christian action) 
14. Juxta Crucem tecum 
stare, 
Et me tibi sociare  
In planctu desidero.  
To stand beside the cross with you, and 
gladly share the weeping, this I 
desire.  
  
15. Virgo virginum 
praeclara, 
Mihi iam non sis amara, 
Fac me tecum plangere.  
Chosen Virgin of virgins, be not bitter 
with me, let me weep with thee.  
 Appeal to the Blessed Virgin 
(vocative and imperative) 
16. Fac, ut portem Christi 
mortem,  
Passionis eius sortem,  
Et plagas recolere.  
Grant that I may bear the death of 
Christ, the fate of his Passion, and 
commemorate His wounds. 
 
Long, sustained, 
triple time  
 
 
17. Fac me plagis vulnerari  
Cruci hac inebriari  
Ob amorem fili.  
Let me be wounded with his wounds, 
inebriated by the cross because of 
love for the Son. 
  
18. Inflammatus et accensus 
Per te Virgo, sim defensus  
In die iudicii.  
Inflamed and set on fire, may I be 
defended by you, Virgin, on the 
day of judgment.  
 (Continued appeal to Mary) 
19. Fac me Cruci custodiri 
Morte Christi praemunire 
Confoveri gratia.  
Let me be guarded by the cross, armed 





20. Quando corpus morietur, 
Fac, ut animae donetur 
Paradisi Gloria.  
When my body dies, grant that to my 
soul is given the glory of paradise. 
 
 (Continued appeal to Mary) 
Amen.  Amen.  Heavily 
ornamented 







APPENDIX 4: The Latin and English Text from Monteverdi’s Pianto della Madonna and Lamento 
d’Arianna 
 
Latin English Italian English 
1. Iam moriar, mi Fili! 
quisnam poterit matrem 
consolare, 
in hoc fero dolore, 
in doc tanduro tormento?  
Iam moriar, mi Fili! 
Now let me die, my son!  
How can a mother be 
consoled  
in this fierce pain,  
in such harsh torment? 
Now let me die, my son! 
 
1. Lasciatemi morire. 
E chi volete voi che mi 
conforte  
In così dura sorte, 
In così gran martire? 
Lasciatemi morire. 
Let me die.  
And who do you think can 
comfort me  
in such harsh fate,  
in such great suffering?  
Let me die. 
2. O Jesu, mi sponse, mi 
dilecte,  
mea spes, mea vita! 
 
Me deseris, heu, vulnus 
cordis mei! 




quae gemendo pro te 
pallidas languet; 
atque in morte funesto, 
 
in hac tam dura et tam 
immani cruce, 
tecum petit affigi.  
 
O Jesu mi,  
o potens homo, o Deus! 
En inspectores, heu, tanti 
doloris 
O Jesus my beloved, my 
delight,  
my hope, my life! 
 
You inflict alas, a wound 
upon my heart! 
Look upon me, Jesus, I 
pray, your mother, 
 
 
who, pale and groaning, 
languishes for you; 
and on the fatal hill,  
 
upon that harsh and 
monstrous cross,  
she asks to be nailed with 
you. 
O my Jesus,  
O powerful man, O God! 
If you regard, alas! the 
suffering  
2. O Teseo, o Teseo mio, 
 
Si che mio ti vo dir che 
mio pur sei, 
Benché t’involi, ahi crudo, 
a gl’occhi miei.  
Volgiti Teseo mio, 
Volgiti Teseo, o Dio,  
Volgiti indietro a rimirar 
colei  
Che lasciato ha per te la 
patria e ’l regno, 
E in queste arene ancora, 
 
Cibo di fere dispietate e 
crude  
Lascierà l’ossa ignude.  
 
O Teseo, o Teseo mio,  
Se tu sapessi, o Dio, 
Se tu sapessi, oimè, come 
s’affanna  
O Teseo, O my Teseo,  
 
yes, I still call you mine for 
mine you are,  
although you flee, ah cruel 
one, far from my eyes.  
Turn back, my Teseo, 
turn back, Teseo, oh God,  
turn back again to see the 
one  
who for you has left her 
fatherland and kingdom,  
and who, staying on these 
shores,  
a prey to cruel and pitiless 
beasts,  
will leave her bones 
denuded. 
O Teseo, O my Teseo,  
if you knew, oh God,  




quo torquetur Maria, 
miserere gementis tecum 
 
quae extincta sit, que per 
te vixit. 
Sed promptus ex hac vita  
discedes, o mi Fili, et ego 
hic ploro.  
Tu confringes infernum  
hoste victo superbo et ego 
relinquor  
praeda doloris, solitaria et 
maesta.  
Te, Pater alme, te que 
fons amoris 
suscipiant laeti, et ego te 
non videbo.  
 
O Pater, o mi sponse! 
that tortures Mary, 
who is weeping and 
moaning for you,  
let her die with you, who 
lived for you. 
But quickly from this life 
do you depart, O my son, 
and I weep here. 
You break through hell,  
defeating the proud enemy, 
and I remain,  
a prey to sorrow, alone and 
sad. 
You the gentle father, you 
the joyous ones  
will nourish at the fount of 
love, but I will not see 
you again, 
O Father, O my beloved!  
 
La povera Arianna; 
Forse, forse pentito 
 
Rivolgeresti ancor la prora 
al lito.  
Ma con l’aure serene 
Tu te ne vai felice, ed io 
qui piango.  
A te prepara Atene 
Liete pompe superbe, ed io 
rimango, 
Cibo di fere in solitarie 
arene.  
Te l’uno e l’altro tuo 
vecchio parente  
Stringeran lieti, ed io più 
non vedrovvi,  
 
O madre, o padre mio.  
is poor Arianna,  
perhaps, overcome with 
remorse,  
you would return your prow 
shoreward again. 
But with the serene winds  
you sail on happily, while I 
remain here weeping. 
Athens prepares to greet you 
with joyful and superb 
feasts, and I remain,  
a prey to wild beasts on 
solitary shores.  
You will be embraced by 
your old parents  
happily, and I will not see 
you again,  
 
O mother, O my father.  
 
3. Haec sunt promissa 
Archangeli Gabrielis?  
Haec illa excelsa sedes 
antiqui patris David? 
Sunt haec regalia serta 
quae tibi cingant crines?  
 
Haec ne sunt aurea sceptra  
et fine regnum,  
affigi duro ligno 
 
et clavis laniati atque 
corona?  
Is this the promise  
of the Archangel Gabriel? 
This is the high throne  
of our forefather David? 
This the royal garland  
that binds your hair? 
 
This the golden scepter  
and kingdom— 
to be fixed to the hard 
cross,  
pierced with nails and a 
crown of thorns? 
3. Dove, dov’è la fede 
Che tanto mi giuravi? 
Così nell’alta fede 
Tu mi ripon degl’Avi?  
Son queste le corone 
Onde m’adorn’il crine?  
 
Questi gli scettri sono, 
Queste le gemme e gl’ori? 
Lasciarmi in abbandono 
 
A fera che mi strazi e mi 
divori? 
Where is the faith you  
swore so much to me? 
Is this how you place me 
on my ancestor’s throne? 
Are these the crowns  
with which you adorn my 
hair?  
Are these the scepters,  
the diamonds and the gold?  
To leave me abandoned  
 




Ah! Jesu mi, en 
mihi dulce mori! 
Ecce plorando, ecce 
clamando, rogat te 
misera Maria; 
 
nam tecum mori est illi 
gloria et vita.  
Ah my Jesus, ah 
it would be sweet to die.  
Behold, how weeping and 
crying 
wretched Mary calls on 
you, 
For to die with you is glory 
and life.  
 
Ah Teseo, ah Teseo mio,  
Lascierai tu morire 
Invan piangendo, invan 
gridando aita  
La misera Arianna 
 
Ch’a te fidossi e ti diè 
gloria e vita? 
Ah Teseo, ah my Teseo,  
would you let die,  
weeping in vain, crying for 
aid, 
the wretched Arianna,  
 
who trusted you and gave 
you glory and life? 
4. Hei! Fili, non 
respondes,  
heu surdus es ad fletus 
atque querelas. 
O mors, o culpa, o 
inferne!  
Ecce sponsus meus 
mersus in undis!  




et cum dilecto meo me 
quoque absconde!  
Quid loquos? Aut quid 
spero, misera? 
 
Iam quid quaero,  
 
o Jesu mi? 
Non sit quid volo,  
sed fiat quod tibi placet!  
 
Vivat maestum cor meum 
Alas, my son, you do not 
reply, 
alas, you are deaf to my 
tears and complaining,  
O death, O evil, O hell 
itself! 
Lo my beloved submerged 
in turbulent waters! 
Oh may the deep abyss of 
the earth 
open to consume me  
 
also with my loved one! 
 
What am I saying? Alas 
what can I, wretched, 
hope for? 
Now, what do I seek,  
 
O my Jesus? 
Let it not be as I desire, 
but as it pleases you! 
 
Let my heart live in grief, 
 4. Ahi, che non pur 
rispondi, 
Ahi che più d’aspe è sordo 
a miei lamenti!  
O nembi, o turbi, o venti 
 
Sommergetelo voi dentr’a 
quell’onde! 
Correte orche e balene, 
 
E delle membra immonde 
 
Empiete le voragini 
profonde!  
Che parlo, ahi, che 
vaneggio? 
 
Misera, oimè, che 
chieggio? 
O Teseo, o Teseo mio, 
Non son, non son quell’io,  
Non son quell’io che i feri 
detti sciolse; 
Parlò l’affanno mio, parlò 
Ah, you do not even reply!  
 
Ah, you are deaf to my 
laments! 
O clouds, O storms, O 
winds,  
submerge him in those 
waves. 
Fly, whales and orcs, 
 
and with these unworldly 
limbs 
fill up the profound gulfs! 
 
What am I saying? Ah, what 
am I raving about? 
 
Wretched that I am, what 
am I asking? 
O Teseo, O my Teseo, 
it is not I, not I, 
it is not I who hurled these 
curses,  
My anguish spoke, the pain 
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pleno dolore  
pascere Fili mi, Matris 
amore!  
full of pain  




Parlò la lingua sì, ma non 
già il core. 
spoke, 
it was my tongue that spoke, 
but not my heart. 
  5. Misera, ancor dò loco 
A la tradita speme, e non si 
spegne 
Fra tanto scherno ancor 
d’amor il foco. 
Spegni tu morte omai le 
fiamme indegne. 
O madre, o padre, 
O de l’antico Regno 
superbi alberghi, 
Ov’ evvi d’or la cuna,  
 
O servi, o fidi amici— 
 
Ahi fato indegno!— 
Mirate ove m’ha 
scort’empia fortuna, 
Mirate di che duol m’ha 
fatto herede  
L’amor mio, la mia fede  
E l’altrui inganno.  
Così va chi tropp’ama e 
troppo crede.  
Wretched, I still give place  
to a hope betrayed, and 
there is not extinguished, 
despite so much scorn, the 
fire of love.  
But put out now, death, the 
unworthy flames.  
O mother, O father,  
O superb dwellings of the 
ancient kingdom, 
where my golden cradle 
stood. 
O servants, o faithful 
friends— 
ah, unjust fate!— 
see where cruel fortune has 
led me, 
see what pain has been left 
to me 
by my love, my faith,  
and by his betrayal.  
That is how it goes for one 
who loves too much and 







APPENDIX 5: Score of Claudio Monteverdi’s Pianto della Madonna 
 
Source: Monteverdi, Claudio. Pianto della Madonna. Edited by Peter Röttlander. Accessed 14 
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